THE    OLD   MAN
Matheson stowed as much of the gear as he thought it
wise to take on the first journey in the stern of the pram so as
to keep her bows out of the water. He was to take the
Doctor and myself first and, if successful, to return for
Walker, George and the boy. He sat ready at the oars, a
steady old seaman about to do something which only he
knew how to do. Sure of himself, ready for a battle knowing
that the victory would be his. It was a difficult business to
get into the pram for the enormous swell continually drove
the two boats together and flung them apart again, one up
on the swell and the other down. I leapt into the boat and
fell on all fours, sprawling over the thwarts. The Doctor,
trying to step in, missed his moment and straddled for an
instant perilously between the two boats. Then he flung
himself sideways down into the pram.
" Right!   Cheeroh, and good luck! " said Walker.
Old Jock Matheson began to pull for the shore with swift
and powerful strokes. From a little distance away we saw
the Rapid rise aloft and sink from our sight in the troughs of
the great seas, the three diminished figures motionless on her
deck watching us. Sitting on the stern thwart of the pram I
looked back and upward at the huge toppling barriers of
grey which pursued us, crested with white. We rose up on them
with a soaring motion as though in flight and then slid giddily
down again into valleys of flecked water roofed by the sullen
sky. Little black petrels skimmed upon the surface like insects.
Matheson had been used to small boats since he could
pull an oar. He pulled in silence, looking over his shoulder
and sitting a little sideways on the thwart, judging his dis-
tance and his moment. Every dip of his oars in the water
had the effect he meant it to have. He pulled up wiad far
to the right of the gap in the reefs which he was aiming at
There the water boiled a little less violently and the waves,
charging in, did not always break but dissolved into swirling
eddies. There, too, the surf was fairly free from spinning
lumps of ice. But all around this place the foam rushed up